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of us who have seen the rise and growth of the Socialist movement
in England are to-day in some danger of forgetting the quarry
whence we were hewn. When the fight began we were happy in
proportion as we were despised, for although we knew that
we were outcasts, we also knew that Ishmael did not in fact die in
the wilderness. 'And as for Ishmael, I have heard thee: behold I
have blessed him, and will make him fruitful, and will multiply him
exceedingly; twelve princes shall he beget; and I will make him a
great nation.'1
It was with this faith in our hearts that we set out to use every
suitable opportunity to win to our side the forces of organized
labour, and the trade unions were in consequence the immediate
and special objects of our attention. These bodies were both
numerically powerful and politically important. I have never
understood why the employing classes should have hated and
feared the old trade union movement, which was both politically
neutral and economically innocuous. Almost contentedly it fed
out of their hands. My personal experience as a trade unionist is
of a limited character, but I have never known any of the many
unions with which I have been acquainted knowingly to be
opposed to the interests of the industries in which they were
engaged, and there was certainly nothing in either the theory or the
practice of the old type of trade union which need have caused
alarm. The unions were, in fact, so essential a part of modern
industrial organization that if they had not existed it would have
been necessary to create them.
The employers of forty years ago, nevertheless, honestly believed
that trade unions were a menace to their power and prosperity, and
they were afraid lest, under the influence of labour organizers, the
docile workman should develop revolutionary tendencies. They
deeply resented the irritating desire of the wage-earner to continue
to live. Yet in the trade unionism of that time there was nothing
that should have frightened them. The unions were neither
political, anarchic, nor revolutionary. 'To the great majority of
trade unionists the theories of the leaders at either date [1833-4 and
1889—90] did but embody a vague aspiration after a more equitable
social order.' 2 Thus, the trade unionism of the nineties was
thoroughly tame and safe. A dutiful subserviency was its main
characteristic.
1	Genesis zvii 20.
2	Sidney and Beatrice Webb, History of Trade Unionism, p. 404.

